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Abstract 
This paper reflects on the benefits of cooperative learning methodology applied to higher education contexts. It highlights the 
significant outputs linked to resorting to this methodology with undergraduate students of Early Childhood and Elementary 
Education Teaching studies. Specifically, this research focuses on the teaching of linguistic (L1) and literary competences. In this 
regard, it analyses two practical experiences developed during the last few years with students of the University of Seville 
(Spain), and it compares the results of applying this methodology with other more traditional ways of teaching/learning. 
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1. Defining cooperative learning 
Nomenclature 
CL cooperative learning  
PBL  project-based learning 
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Felder and Brent offer the following definition for CL: “The term cooperative learning (CL) refers to students 
working in teams on an assignment or project under conditions in which certain criteria are satisfied, including 
that the team members be held individually accountable for the complete content of the assignment or project” 
(2007, p. 34). Therefore, cooperative learning implies the organization of group work in the classroom in order 
to achieve academic, affective and social goals at the same time. It also promotes the development of both social 
and thinking skills. 
According to David and Roger Johnson there are some important principles for cooperative learning to be 
effective: Positive Interdependence, Individual Accountability, Face to Face Interaction, Appropriate Use of 
Collaborative Skills and Group Processing. Furthermore, after David and Roger Johnson, Kagan & Kagan 
(2009) set 4 basic principles (PIES) fundamental to cooperative learning: they recognized Positive 
Interdependence and Individual Accountability, and developed two new additional ones: Equal Participation and 
Simultaneous Interaction. In our research we followed Kagan’s principles. These authors define these terms as 
follows: 
 
Positive Interdependence refers to two distinct conditions that promote cooperation: a positive 
correlation of outcomes and interdependence. (...) A positive correlation occurs when outcomes go up 
or down together, when they are positively linked. The word interdependence refers to how the task is 
structured. If a task is structured so no one of us can do it alone, but we can do it working together, then 
we are interdependent. (2009, pp. 12.2-12.21) 
 
Individual Accountability. When using cooperative teams, we ensure each individual is held 
accountable for thinking, contributing, and learning. To do this, we can isolate individual performance 
before, during, and after teamwork. (2009, p. 12.11) 
 
Equal participation. We structure so that students participate about equally. Participation is an integral 
part of the learning process. Students learn by interacting with the content and with fellow students. For 
equitable educational outcomes, we need participation to be relatively equal. (2009, p. 12.14) 
 
Simultaneous Interaction. Active engagement increases student learning. If students are only 
occasionally engaged, they learn less than when they are regularly engaged. Effective cooperative 
learning produces simultaneous, rather than sequential, engagement. (2009, p.12.19) 
 
One obstacle when implementing cooperative learning is making students understand there are significant 
differences between cooperative learning and group work. Perhaps key words that differentiate cooperative work 
from group work may be responsibility and partnership. When students are asked to work cooperatively they 
have to pay attention to group functioning, preparing and planning all the work that is going to be done together. 
There is a common goal and they should be aware that the success of the task depends on what each of them 
does to achieve it. There is no place for competition†. If the PIES principles are present we are carrying out 
cooperative learning. Kagan’s principles can be used as a reference for the instructors to check their tasks’ 
designs and their lessons’ delivery. As they state: “When all of the PIES principles are in place, we can be sure 
we will get academic and social gains” (Kagan & Kagan, 2009, p. 12.1). 
Hence, cooperative work has many advantages at different levels. It is effective in promoting higher academic 
achievements with a deeper understanding of learned material, better high-level reasoning and critical thinking 
skills, better development of interpersonal and social skills, increasing abilities to view situations from others’ 
perspectives, more supportive relationships with peers, lower levers of anxiety and stress, and greater intrinsic 




† For some approaches to individualism, cooperative work and competition, see Coll, 1984, and Johnson & Johnson, 1978. 
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2. Applications in higher education: practical experiences 
Many researchers confirm the effectiveness of cooperative learning (see Felder & Brent, 2007; Johnson, 
Johnson, Stanne, 2000). In this sense, the results show that Learning Together and Group Investigation 
Cooperation promote higher achievement than competitive or individualistic effort.  
Therefore, in order to introduce cooperative learning in our classes gradually we chose these two approaches 
to be implemented with undergraduate students of Early Childhood Teaching studies of the University of Seville, 
Spain.    
As a general overall aim we pursued that our students learn how to make cooperative learning work, both to 
develop their own social and thinking skills and to make them able to implement this way of working in their 
future career as infant educators. Far from intending all possible skills development at the same time, we selected 
to focus first on improving the social and thinking skills of our students.  
Following Kagan & Kagan’s social skills chart (2009, pp. 11.6-11.7), we rearranged them depending on:  
 
● Students’ attitude towards other students. They should develop the following social skills: accepting a 
compliment, accepting decisions, asking for help, offering help/coaching, building on other’s ideas, getting 
everyone’s opinions, encouraging contributions, stimulating patience, sharing, and tolerance. 
● Students’ attitude towards their own learning and capacities: active listening, asking questions, checking 
for understanding, clarifying ideas, elaborating and assuming responsibilities. 
● Interactions among students: coming to consensus; criticizing an idea, not a person; disagreeing 
appropriately; greeting others; leading; boosting compromise; encouraging others; following directions; 
giving reasons; making sure everyone understands; negotiating; switching roles, and working together. 
 
As thinking skills are regarded, we followed Cohen’s key thinking strategies (see Jacobs, 1997): problem 
solving, decision-making, critical thinking and creative thinking.  
We set the following general guideline to accomplish all the tasks: Students discuss theories in small 
consensus groups. They plan and carry out long-term projects in research teams, tutor one another, analyse 
problems together, puzzle out concrete instructions together and help one another edit and revise their final 
reports and tasks.  
3.1. Experience 1: Learning Together  
This first example was implemented in the second semester of a Linguistic Abilities Development and 
Language Teaching course for second year students during the academic year 2013/2014. It is an obligatory 
subject that deals both with the development of basic communication skills and with methodological guidelines 
to teach infants their first language.  
There were 54 students. We used an approach based on CL with occasional supplementary mini-lectures. 
In this experience, each working group was asked to develop as final product a one-day programme of 
activities for Early Childhood level. In fact, this product implied not just a theoretical exercise, but it had to be 
delivered in a real context, a school. This was challenging for them since it was the first time they had the chance 
to go to a school and work with children, doing what they are studying for.  
For a good implementation of CL and PIES principles, we split the development of this final product into 
several tasks. Thus, we included pair work and group work tasks, both with small groups and with the whole 
group. In order to become familiar with these learning methodologies, students were given guidelines on 
effective teamwork. 
First task. Our pair work task was about tales. The instructions were that they had to choose a tale to be used 
in class and addressed to infants. Then, after giving them some instruction on storytelling they had to tell the tale 
in front of their classmates applying all the techniques they had learned through our instruction. After all the 
tales were presented in front of their partners, we chose six of them to be told in the school.  
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Second task. We divided the class group into six small groups. We provided a task for each of the small 
groups to work on. Students worked on planning activities to develop infant oral skills during 2 hours. These 
activities were implemented in the school at the end of the semester together with the tales they prepared for the 
first task. We agreed on the level for each of the groups. We had 2 groups working on 3 years old level, two 
working on 4 years old level and two working on 5 years old level. After their first outline we provided feedback 
and we set several sessions with the whole group to hear reports from the small groups and negotiate among the 
group as a whole. Therefore there were several degrees of cooperative working. There need to be cooperation 
between each of the small groups as well as between each of the groups working on the same level and finally 
with the whole class group.  
Third task. Whole group. They were asked to prepare a 20 minute play to be acted in the school for the 
children. 
After they delivered all their sessions in the school they had to hand in a report. They were asked to include a 
reflection on both the original design they did and on the results after the implementation.  
In all these tasks, the first part implied they had to make decisions (choose a tale, a group of activities or a 
storyline) for a specific age group. The difficulty of the tasks was set to boost participation and cooperation. 
Learning Together structure creates positive interdependence by establishing shared objectives so that students 
cooperate for mutual benefits. Hence, for planning, analysing and implementing the tasks they had to work 
together on the same side. Additionally, all the tasks needed both teamwork and individual student performance. 
They were also asked to participate equally and there was constant and simultaneous interaction. Nonetheless, to 
promote individual accountability and in order to accomplish tasks, they might divide up the labour but they had 
to meet later to exchange their knowledge and to decide a final team result. Students completed the assessment 
process with an individual test. In sum, the 4 PIES principles were considered and promoted resorting to these 
tasks.  
In terms of assessment our overall criteria was that students gained enough teamwork, social and thinking 
skills as well as conceptual understanding of the subject contents. 
Our assessment criteria considered that students should be able to: 
 
● Select materials among different alternatives. 
● Design appropriate materials depending on the age group. 
● Deliver a lesson. 
● Solve problems in a real context. 
● Reflect on their own learning. 
● Show they had sufficiently acquired the contents of the course. 
 
Table 1. Assessment criteria. 
Assessment instruments Points 
Tales 2 
Final project and play 4.5 
Individual report 0.5 
Individual test 3 
 
Table 2. Final results. 
Marks (according to the Spanish higher education 
system) 
Number of students 
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Matrícula de honor (excellent) 1 
Sobresaliente (9-10 points) 6 
Notable (7-8.99 points) 41 
Aprobado (5-6.99 points) 4 
Suspenso (0-4.99 points) 0 
Not attended 1 
 
 
3.2. Experience 2: Group Investigation 
This experience was developed during the academic year of 2013/2014 with Early Childhood Teaching 
Studies pupils. Specifically, this proposal was implemented in a third year course on general literary studies and 
children’s literature. The class group was composed by 77 students. Due to different determining conditions, we 
just assessed a 30% of this course resorting to a PBL methodology (with groups of 3-4 students), whereas a 70% 
was assessed by individual exams.  
In order to improve the above mentioned social and thinking skills, our students were asked to write a 
research paper on children’s literature. Furthermore, we set three specific academic aims to be fulfilled through 
this project: 
  
● To improve their knowledge of the history of children’s literature. 
● To strengthen their textual analysis skill.  
● To foster their habit of reading. 
 
Different topics were provided to them (children’s psychology and children’s literature; school and children’s 
literature; genre studies and children’s literature; etc.); nonetheless, they could propose other topics linked to 
their particular interests. Additionally, they were periodically required to fulfil partial goals or landmarks. These 
landmarks were used to control and guide their learning process, and their evolution evolved from simple tasks 
(to choose a specific topic of research, to look for references) to more complex ones (to deliver the structures of 
their papers, to deliver a significant part of these papers). The level of individual accountability and equal 
participation was tested by these checkpoints or landmarks as we recurrently maintained ten-minute interviews 
with each group. Hence, our classroom was turned into a research workshop to stimulate simultaneous 
interaction, where different levels of communication (student-student, lecturer-students) occurred. So the groups 
could learn collaboratively, resorting to each other, to different sources of information (Internet, library), and 
discussing with us their doubts and problems.  
Regarding the final product that they should obtain after this process, we asked them to write a ten-page 
academic paper. We selected this specific textual model as it allowed us to reach our aims, boosting their 
scientific curiosity and offering an excellent opportunity to improve their academic writing skill. Therefore, they 
were required to emulate an academic paper in all its aspects (structure, language use, use of references, etc.).  
At the end of this process, 20 papers were produced. Instead of the diversity of proposed topics, many of these 
papers dealt with one of these two questions: children’s psychology and literature, and genre studies and 
children’s literature. Concurrently, this fact offers us additional information to identify the centres of interests of 
our students in order to create more effective teaching tools in the future.  
The assessment criteria used to mark the projects were:  
 
● Textual analysis skills.  
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● Proper use of references.  
● Structure of the paper.  
● Length of the paper.  
● Academic writing skills.  
● Accomplishment of the partial landmarks.  
  
Concerning the final marks, we tried to increase positive interdependence bestowing a single collective mark 
for each group. Then all of them passed this assessment, although their particular grades significantly oscillated 
from 1.85 points (minimum) to 2.9 (maximum). Nonetheless, these results prove how cooperative learning and 
PBL help to strengthen the learning process, creating more stimulating teaching environments and improving 
different kinds of social and thinking skills. 
4. Conclusions 
Although further research is currently being carried out to foster and implement these approaches in the context 
of Early Childhood Teaching Studies in our university, these experiences acknowledge the specific benefits that our 
students can obtain working and learning together. The referred experiences show how social and thinking skills can 
be reaffirmed when our students pursue a collective and practical goal. Furthermore, their implication increased 
since they have freedom enough to design the required products. It is exciting to see how students are able to 
overcome their initial fears and insecurities provoked, in part, by this bestowed freedom of learning. Therefore, we 
should let the real (professional) world penetrate in our classrooms to offer our students more thrilling learning 
challenges. In this regard, CL and PBL have proven to be two effective resources to achieve this goal. 
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